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Abstract
This paper presents a project developed during the course of a PhD
investigating the role graphic design can play in the national branding of
emergent nations such as Malaysia. Contemporary Malaysian society and
culture was reviewed in the context of present views of globalisation and
postcolonialism, and the phenomenon of “glocalisation” emerges as an
important one in Malaysia. The need for a design handbook was suggested
by the findings of a variety of design research methods that were used to
identify the nature of graphic design practice in Malaysia, including the
examination of the national governmental framework of design practices
and networks. The prototype design handbook aimed at developing graphic
design practices that can assist those involved in projects requiring
reference to national identity. A major feature of the reflective process on
this practice-led project is the design projects undertaken with various
participants including a collaborative project with Malaysia Design Archive
(MDA), anecdotal photography with local photographers and design tests
with design practitioners. The handbook reveals different methods of
mapping information visually, including the organisation of information
design inspired by the writings of Tufte (1990, 2001), which highlights the
presentation of complex information in a visual manner that stimulates
attention and assists rapid understanding. Also as part of the reflective
process, the value of the prototype handbook was tested with graphic design
practitioners. The handbook outlines elements useful to others involved in
nation branding in other emergent nations, since Malaysia is not unique in
being a multicultural society emerging from a repeated series of imperial
and colonial expansions and divisions.
Keywords: visual identity handbook, nation branding, national identity,
glocalisation, postcolonialism
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Introduction
Globalization is one of the most frequently used concepts of this era (Khondker, 2004). It
actually also appears to have intensified global competition by challenging developing
nations to improve their ‘brand’ image strategically, often motivated by economic
purposes such as foreign investment, developing the export market, and attracting
tourism and skilled migrants. It is challenging for developing countries to develop or to
‘rebrand’ their nation’s image, not just because of the lack of international awareness but
also because of their relatively short histories. This is because many emerging nations
are the result of postcolonial settlements or like the states of former Yugoslavia, the result
of internal division within a former nation state. Both these features can be found in the
present Malaysian state, which is the principal case study of the lead author’s PhD
research. The visual identity handbook that emerged from that work has been conceived
as a tool for helping graphic designers working in such nations to develop more effective
means of visually communicating their national identity.

Nation Branding
Nation brand is defined as ‘the unique, multi-dimensional blend of elements that provide
the nation with culturally grounded differentiation and relevance for all of its target
audience’ (Dinnie, 2007, p.15). Nation branding has also been referred to as ‘place
branding’ or ‘city branding’. Dinnie’s (2003) Place Branding: Overview of an emerging
literature provides references useful to literature on the field. The literature review shows
that the field of nation branding is relatively new but offers many viewpoints and opinions,
as it grows increasingly following initiatives and efforts by nations, mainly for tourism,
inward investments and enhancement of national exports.

Since Simon Anholt’s phrase ‘nation brand’ in 1998, there has been an increased interest
in the concept of nation branding. Evidently, Bush Administration spent $685 million on
PR initiatives to promote the United States’ following the attacks of 9/11 (Harkin, 2005),
while Tony Blair set up the Public Diplomacy Strategy Board (Harkin, 2005), developed
from his earlier ‘Cool Britannia’ campaign, aim to promote the United Kingdom abroad
(Risen, 2005). In 2001, Poland’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs hired DDB Corporate Profiles
to develop a logo design for tourism and trade (Boxer, 2002). Then, in November 2005,
The Persian Gulf state of Oman hired Landor Associates to develop "Brand Oman"
campaign (Martin, 2007, p.102).

Nation branding has generated media communications and public relations (PR)
companies, which have developed the unique niche of brand positioning and managing
country or nation brands. AMEA Market Intelligence Group and Axelera Group are
examples of such companies. Simon Anholt, who is credited as a pioneer in the nation
branding field, has created the Anholt-GfK Roper Nation Brands Index and Anholt-GfK
Roper City Brands Index surveys. Starting in 2004, Palgrave Macmillan published the first
Place Branding academic journal focusing on this fast-growing field while a number of
books on nation branding have been published. Wally Olins, well-known brand
consultant, have also taken a keen interest in nation branding projects. Olins have
participated in several nation branding projects, i.e., Lithuanian economic image strategy
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for 2009-2014 employed by Lithuanian Economy Development Agency (LEPA) in 2008,
and also involved in building images of Poland, Portugal and West Bengal.

However, there have also been controversies relating to the efficacy of nation branding
as expressed in Hayden (2007), Frost (2008) and more recently by Simon Anholt himself.
In a recent article (Anholt, 2011), he claims that between one-third and one-half of all the
countries on earth now recognize the existence of the concept of nation branding but
there is no measurement of the effectiveness of such initiatives that have been
undertaken by consulting industry employed by numerous countries in attempt to
generate international admiration of its assets or achievements. Secondly, there is still
the confusion between promoting tourism and national image. Thirdly, Anholt states that it
is difficult to alter people’s perceptions through PR initiatives. He suggests that the
exorbitant prices paid to marketing and PR firms could be use for some high-quality
diplomatic efforts instead.

Malaysia: a postcolonial nation
As an emerging postcolonial nation, Malaysia needs to demonstrate its identity,
positioning itself in a new light within the global market. Being known for its tin, rubber
and to a lesser extent oil, which was not intensively drilled until the 1970s, Malaysia has
evolved significantly in the twentieth century (Radzi, 2009). Since its independence in
1957, the nation has steadily progressed and evolved into one of the leading economies
in Southeast Asia. Its engagement with modernity and globalization can be symbolized
through skyscrapers and mega-projects such as Kuala Lumpur Tower, KLCC Petronas
Twin Towers and the Kuala Lumpur International Airport (KLIA). Malaysia is also known
for its melting pot of races and religions where Malay, Chinese, Indians and many other
ethnic groups live together. Politically, Malaysians are portrayed through graphical
images in national and local advertising as one nation where all cultures and ethnicities
are united. However, racial tensions exist within the communities and the political scene
in this pluralistic society. With continuing debates, the issue of national identity remains
unsettled. Thus, the challenges of building Malaysia’s brand identity include internal
branding as well as positioning it as a unique, different and attractive country globally for
tourists, investors, strategic partners, businesses and other stakeholders, as suggested
by Radzi (2009) in his article ‘Challenges of building the Malaysia nation brand’.

Post-independence Malaysia emphasized agriculture, engineering and sciences to build
and develop the nation. Thus, discussions on nation branding and national visual identity
have not really been considered until recently. In addition, graphic design programs which
began only in the 1990s are fairly new to many educational institutions in the country
(Yunus, 1997), so there are limited archives in existence and limited substantial
(published) literature available on Malaysian graphic design history. Malaysian designers
do not have much to reference regarding their own design heritage and roots. As a
consequence, many designers have been ‘borrowing’ and adapting influence and
inspiration from other countries (Kakireka, 2008). In relation to this, the maturity of the
competencies in graphic design and its process remain little understood. Since
globalization appears to drive design practices towards internationally common styles and
approaches, this raises the question of the extent to which globalization may inhibit
Malaysian design practitioners from developing a distinctive identity. Like other colonial
states such as India, where colonists imported Western notions of art and art history,
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Malaysia’s traditional Hindu and Muslim art was sidelined to make way for an imported
British syllabus that was intended to train a generation of ‘copyists’ who churned out
European-style watercolour studies for military officers. In the colonial state of India, the
insecurity amongst Indian artists was deeply rooted and there was not a strong sense of
identity or self-belief, partly due to the pressure having in mind to believe that ‘West is
Best’ (Rigley, 2006).

Developing a visual identity handbook
The idea that a visual identity handbook would be a useful tool for graphic design
practitioners, who uncritically adapt their design practice to western values without much
concern for their own traditions or much interest in challenging the homogenization of
global practice, came about as a result of several research methods that were
undertaken in the early stages of the author’s PhD research using mix-methods: of an
adaptation of Gaver et al’s (1999) Cultural probes method, participation observation
(DeWalt and DeWalt, 2002), questionnaire and interviews, by means of triangulation.

The research identifies the barriers and limitations of graphic design practice in Malaysia
during a period of increasingly standardised practices brought about by the globalization
of commerce and culture. In respect of the various debates about globalization, many
companies with global brands have attempted to use a standard, uniform approach to
advertise, design or brand their products or services to be implemented everywhere and
anywhere. The pressure applied by global brands on Malaysian consumers creates a
sense of the superiority of imported products; thus, designers and practitioners are
inclined to follow ‘outside’ (Western or Japanese design styles or trends) practices, which
lead to a lack of innovation and creativity, and to a lack of personal or national
voice/identity. Clients often want to imitate European or American and Japanese design
‘styles’. This can be referred to as the phenomenon of “Me-tooism”, which means the
practice of imitating the work or ideas of others. This also leads to the lack of a collective
Malaysian identity, as reflected and reinforced in the working methodology and design
styles of many local designers and companies.

Malaysian government policy can be seen to be pushing designers and consumers in
more than one direction: hi-tech modernism and yet increasing designs favoured by oilrich Arabs. Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohammad (the fourth and former Prime Minister of
Malaysia) played a key role in constructing Malaysia’s ‘brand image’ as a modern Islamic
country by bringing in foreign investors particularly from the Middle East. This can be
seen particularly in Malaysia’s architectural heritage, which has been influenced by
Arabicised Islam, which is prevalent in modern architecture such as the Federal
Government Administrative Centre, Putrajaya. In the process of modernization and
urbanization, cultural heritage and traditions are sometimes lost due to a lack of
preservation efforts (Kent, 2003). The government policy is clearly not as helpful as
others (such as Singapore) in preserving visual culture and traditions; it does not guide
designers to develop the most appropriate local solutions. Singapore, a former part of
Malaysia actively develop ways to promote the conservation of culture and heritage as
evident through the initiatives undertaken by the National Heritage Board (NHB) which
includes governing seven museums and heritage centres in Singapore. This is also
observed through the author’s trip to Singapore’s national museums, where a
comprehensive collection of objects of culture and heritage are exhibited.
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Interviews with key design professionals in the country reveals that it is more valuable to
translate global brands into products or services that contain local meanings and are
culturally relevant to Malaysia. In the increasingly competitive global market, design plays
an important role in adapting, reflecting and producing products or services that respect
local or cultural differences. Sensitivity to local differences, customs, languages and
colours has a symbolic meaning within our visual culture. Together with other influences,
these information can be used to develop a positive nation brand - a strong visual
language that has national characteristics is significant when seeking to gain brand
differentiation in the global marketplace. Design practitioners are increasingly aware of
the potential in emphasising the need to value local insights and knowledge that play an
important role in design and branding, not only to suit local communication and tastes but
also to show consideration of cultural identity, which is significant to developing a national
visual identity.

This research emphasizes the significance of cultural identity in design work and
encourages designers to understand local cultural meanings and a vernacular language
of design, in light of the phenomenon of glocalisation. The very formulation of the term
‘glocalise’ derived in Japan from dochakuka, roughly meaning ‘global localisation’. The
term was developed in particular reference to a marketing issue when Japan became
more successful in the global economy, after having much experience with the general
problem of the relationship between the universal and the particular (Robertson, 1992).
The term used in marketing meant that products of Japanese origin should be localised –
that is, they should be suited to local taste and interests – yet, the products were also
global in application and reach.

As informed by the interviews undertaken, national visual identity is important for both the
domestic and the export market, as an economic commodity. Internally, local
communication can be enhanced while for the export market; consumers can associate
and identify the origin of the brand or enhance the product reputation by national
association - the ‘country of origin’ effect (Olins, 2011) - for the nation to stand out
externally.

A Nation’s visual language
It is important to note that although having only gained independence some fifty years
ago, Malaysia’s cultural background stretches back thousands of years, having been a
strategic route for early trades, and, at various times, having formed part of Hindu,
Buddhist and Muslim empires. More recently, as a nation growing within a globalized
commercial system, the culture of Malaysia is now heavily influenced by Western cultural
sources (beyond the former colonial influence of Britain), while traditions and local
cultures are increasingly becoming intertwined with global culture in a technologically
driven society. Consequently, it is difficult to identify a single Malaysian culture, due to its
richness and diversity. This raises the question of what may be the best approaches for
both analysing and branding Malaysian national identity.
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Visualising the ways in which that history and visual culture can be presented is one of
the most immediate ways of articulating what the nation stands for. A useful way to better
understand the unique features of a local culture is to map them visually. The
systematization of this mapping naturally leads to the development of a national visual
identity handbook, which could be a useful tool for local graphic designers. The result of
the national visual identity handbook is to provide knowledge about both the nation’s
history and to give a better understanding of the national make-up, including derivations,
trends and relationships. It identifies visual markers such as the traditional decorative
ornamentation used by the multiracial population, cultural vernaculars and graphical
elements, iconic images, written language and type, the built environment, colour and
food which are distinctive to the country. The issues surrounding cultural identity, forces
of globalization and the ethnic and religious differentiations within a country will be more
easily understood by means of visual study. Visualising the complexities that are
somehow implicit in a nation can make more immediate connections with markers of
identity such as the networks of early trade, immigration and visual culture as well as the
influence of international trends or brands on local culture, hence making knowledge
about a nation’s heritage more explicit.

A Nation’s Visual Language handbook emerges as a collection of different ways of using
visual imagery to define the nation’s visual identity. The handbook is therefore offered to
other designers as a tool that can be expanded and developed by its users, both through
further research and application to actual graphic design projects. Depending on the
particular application, policy makers and design practitioners can reflect and draw upon
these reference points: the history, geography, icons, ethnic motifs or symbols, towards
the construction of a distinct image and nation brand. The elements can be used
consistently, but flexibly, across the different applications of the identity.

The handbook includes three main parts;


History and Culture



History of visual culture in Malaysia



Malaysia in the era of globalisation

which was developed through several design projects and tests focused on construing a
national visual identity involving various participants in order to reflect a human-centred
approach (Akama, 2008). The design projects were used as a vehicle and method to
enhance further understanding, and to support the knowledge gained from literature and
prior research methods. Writing, designing and gaining feedback/recommendations
through tests to shape the concepts and content of the book involves multiple iterations.
This reflective process also echoes the idea of a ‘reflective practitioner’ (Schön, 1983).

The projects include:


Collaborative project with Malaysia Design Archive (MDA)



‘Malaysian Traits’ photography project



Design Tests

Conference Proceedings

587

Nation Branding: Developing a visual identity handbook for graphic design practitioners in Malaysia

The collaborative project with Ezrena Marwan, founder of Malaysia Design archive was
about developing a provisional taxonomy through deconstructing graphic design artifacts
from www.malaysiadesignarchive.org - a website consisting of graphic design works from
1850 to just after independence. The photography project themed ‘Malaysian Traits’
involves working with three Malaysian photographers to produce visual content for the
book.

The handbook reveals different methods of mapping information visually. Part One
reveals topographical maps depicting a series maps representing Malaysia over time as
well as in terms of space (Figure 1). This provides a graphic impression of locations,
indicating how the seas and coasts of the region have been perceived. Graphical maps
also illustrate the pathways of significant points in history: the early settlements, the
spread of Islam, spice routes, major trade routes, European power and the Japanese
Occupation. This shows that engagement with international trade and diversity has
always been rooted in Malaysia’s history. Today the nation state is made up of a very
cosmopolitan society that has already been part of a worldwide network in historical
times. Conventional collection of photos evidencing all the different relics are also used
contributing to the visual narratives of Malaysia’s past. For example, the gateway of the
Portuguese A’Famosa fort in Malacca had a Dutch coat-of-arms carved in relief (Figure
2), signifying Western-type colonial graphic design (Yunus, 2007).

Figure 1.

Figure 2.
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Part Two reveals a provisional taxonomy (classification) based upon systematically
tracing, mapping and deconstructing the visual artifacts found in the archive (Figure 3).
The artifacts were deconstructed by considering elements of design such as colour and
type, while distinguishing and interpreting the works in relation to major periods in
Malaysia’s historical past. Visual artifacts from different periods (colonialism, occupation,
emergency and independence) are analysed. Icons, symbols, common objects, visual
imagery and styles are identified. This mapping involves a historical review of how certain
visual signifiers have become more prevalent in some periods than others. For example,
in the colonial period, visual imagery depicting coconut trees and landscapes are
common; the local people are often depicted wearing the ‘songkok’ (cap or headgear
worn by Malay muslims) and headscarf. The visual form and style favours a flat use of
colour and a two-dimensional use of space. During the occupation period, the symbol of
the Japanese ‘rising sun’ was used repetitively, as well as agricultural symbolism such as
visuals of people wearing farmers’ hats, people working in paddy fields, imagery of
buffalos and depictions of Japanese swords. Comparatively, there were fewer depictions
of coconut trees in the occupation period, while details of buildings, such as decorative
and ornamental elements, start to appear. In the emergency period, there were many
‘Western’ product advertisements and packaging designs; namely, Hercules, MaClean,
Kepler and Stilman, which were promoted by the British using graphic design as a
marketing tool. One of the many ways used by the colonists to engage with local markets
was the production of its designs using multiple languages and typography, as well as
adaptation of local symbols into their visual communication (Marwan, 2010). Collectively,
local cultural elements also start to appear, such as the mosque, Chinese lantern and
other such emblems. Marwan (2010) observed that colonists took steps to adapt foreign
advertisements to local languages using systems of symbolic exchange, such as images
of local women and Jawi script, in order to attract or speak to the local markets in the
promotion of Tiger beer (Figure 4). This may be viewed as a form of early ‘glocalisation’ –
it indicates the ways in which foreign products such as cars, cosmetics, medicines and
consumer goods were being marketed through local adaptations in order to target the
local market.

Figure 3.

Provisional taxonomy: Timeline, Periods and Colour
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Figure 4.

Tiger Beer advertisement distributed by Fraser & Neave, 1933

From independence onwards, visual imagery depicting ‘harmony’ and multiracialism
appear more prevalent. It includes a large number of film posters mainly in Chinese and
Malay (language); local narration of horror films such as ‘pontianak’ (a type of vampire in
local folklore) and ‘orang minyak’ (oily man in Malay ghost myths) in particular. There
have also been plenty of Chinese publications in which; the visual style, use of type and
visual imagery have taken clear influence from their motherland (mainland China).
Products such as Phillumeny (match-related items) often use packaging design, brand
names and advertisements that are very much in the English style (and language), while
locally made products often bear a stamp stating ‘made in (particular state or Malaya)’ as
a trademark. Nationalistic icons and symbols such as the flag, rising sun, map and
emblem appear as signifiers depicting ‘victory’. Coconut trees still appear frequently in
visual imagery, while agricultural elements are depicted to send out messages against
poverty and hunger and to literally boost the home-grown economy of Malaysia as a
postcolonial nation.

Political posters such as Hossein Enas’s 1951 Berkhidmatlah Kepada Tanahair, designed
to enlist volunteers into the army in Malaya, is particularly interesting because it has
similar qualities to two of the most famous posters in Western history: the 1914 Lord
Kitchener poster by Alfred Leete and the 1917 Uncle Sam poster by James Montgomery
Flagg each designed to persuade millions of young men to join the Army (Figure 5).
Marwan (2010) states, despite the Malay man wearing traditional attire in Enas’s poster,
the visual expression of the man appears to be remarkably menacing, a visual expression
that has never been seen before in this context. She adds that its’ composition was
undoubtedly influenced by America’s Uncle Sam poster, which has the same intention.
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Figure 5:

Political posters to enlist volunteers into the army

Also important to any historical review of the prevalent graphic culture is a consideration
of the traditional arts and crafts, which reflect the many diverse influences and migrations
throughout the region’s history. Endangered trades featured in this section reveal the
principal external sources that have come through trade, conquest and migration, which
include Arabic, Hindu, Indochinese and mainland Chinese; some of which have become
part of the traditional and cultural practices of pluralistic society in Malaysia (Figure 6).
The traces of these influences are found in Malacca and Georgetown Penang of the
Straits of Malacca (Malaysia), which have been listed as UNESCO World Heritage
Sites. These two cities constitute a unique architectural and cultural townscape
without parallel anywhere in East and Southeast Asia (UNESCO World Heritage
Centre, 2008).

Figure 6.

Endangered trades - Nyonya beaded shoes, Handmade paper effigies

Part Three reveals the most striking feature of post-independence Malaysia which has
been its government’s dual commitment to multiculturalism and the development of a
high tech economy to supplement the traditional agricultural economy. The resulting
social transformations can best be seen in the bustling political and business life of Kuala
Lumpur city. Malaysia has therefore been demonstrating increasing degrees of
globalization during the past decade (Noorbakhsh, 2006). An urban sprawl of high-design
retail hubs, mega-malls, the haute cuisine dining scene, the night scene, five star hotels
and skyscrapers reflect global consumer culture. Within all the modern establishments in
the city and its local districts, international products and services are seen intertwined
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with street fare, night markets, fusion food, delicacies, local activities, homegrown
designer labels, colonial buildings and local complexes.

Another method of examining this diversity has been to use questionnaires asking
Malaysians to identify both tangible and intangible indicators of their national identity. One
particularly common feature was the local cuisine, since much of the social life centres on
eating out in the numerous low cost restaurants and stalls to be found all over Malaysia.
Of particular symbolic interest is Nasi Lemak (coconut rice), which is widely found in
Malaysia and has been called the national dish. A visual study of nasi lemak indicates ways
in which it is a signifier of Malaysian identity that appears on restaurant menus, in food
presentations, on convenience meal packs, and on signs at roadside stalls. The use of
photographic imagery, colour, typography and packaging design offer rich and valuable
information about the graphic design and visual style of a local product (Figure 7). Similar
visual traits can be seen on other defining features of Malaysian culture, such as it’s rural
scene, its urban scene, including mall culture, the ‘new’ coffeeshops, and transport.
What is interesting about these studies is that they reveal images not always found in
the clichéd tourist board type of imagery, which is generated by practitioners interested
in promoting Malaysia as a “destination”.

Figure 7.

Visual study - Nasi Lemak

‘Malaysian Traits’, anecdotal work of local photographers also provides fresh insight into
what is typical to Malaysian culture, through observing the colourful eccentricities found in
everyday Malaysian living. Anecdotal photography proves particularly useful in capturing
the intricate intercultural performance that takes place everyday in contemporary
Malaysian society, which is more likely to influence the conception of national identity so
that diverse groups might become a more equal part of it. Images of culture in action are
more likely to depict what it means to be Malaysian than didactic and clichéd stories
preaching superficial harmony (Desai, 2006) (Figure 8).
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Figure 8.

Ethnic Peculiarities – Thaipusam festival celebration

In order to test the usefulness of this design handbook, a number of tests were conceived
that invited designers to use the manual in branding projects. The first draft of the
handbook was used as test material. The test subjects were undergraduate graphic
design students undertaking a United Kingdom franchised BA (Hons) programme at a
private higher education institution in Kuala Lumpur, and team members of Thinklab, a
design organisation in Malaysia (Figure 9). The purpose was to gauge the potential and
usefulness of the handbook and to collect feedback/critique on ways it can be further
developed.

Figure 9.

Discussion session with Thinklab team members

Design Test I involved designing a project brief for students of graphic design tertiary
education level background. Students were divided into two groups – Test group A and
Control group B, and were assigned to undertake a project entitled ‘Essence of Malaysia’.
Following the outcomes of the project, focus groups were carried out with both groups.
Design Test II is a reflective practice through discussion among several working
designers from Thinklab. The approach is conversational which can enable a valuable
group discussion among the participants, which provides feedback, recommendations
and critiques. Their input as working designers is critical to the research, enabling a more
comprehensive outcome to the handbook. The design tests of the prototype design tool
(handbook) show that it:
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Provides additional unfamiliar design elements, images and icons that broadened
the awareness of local design practitioners and stimulated them to find out more
about their nation



Uses colour ways as a means of identifying different phases of Malaysian history



Helps the designer rapidly understand the historical evolution of the national
territory by means of animated maps



Investigates the diversity and vibrancy of Malaysia by means involving detached
observation, rather than seeking out examples of familiar clichés



Directs designers to consider how the observation of everyday Malaysian life can
produce a bank of imagery useful to communicating both the nature and feel of
the nation

In light of the tests, participants felt that the handbook describes complex history and the
national make-up in a visual way, suggests ways in which design can play a role in
shaping cultural identities and shows that local assets can effectively be explored and
interpreted through design and creative practices to define a nation’s brand. The
handbook is purposeful because it lays the foundation for, and inspires to encourage,
further writing and research on Malaysian history and visual culture. The handbook is
also a promising design tool for used in design and branding projects that need a cultural
component.

Conclusion
The outcome shows a collection of visual information about a nation’s history, geography,
demographics, trade and commerce, which helps identify that nation to both its own
population and to the rest of the world. The representation of the information in graphic
forms is aimed at highlighting both important knowledge about national identity and at
revealing implicit or hidden features of that identity. The handbook emphasizes the
significance of valuing cultural identity and locality in the image of Malaysia rather than
clichéd images influenced by Western modernity and Arabicised Islam, which is
becoming apparent as portrayed by the government.

The value of investigating and developing new national branding approaches is not just
restricted to graphic design: it may help policy makers in an emerging nation like
Malaysia better understand which are the most worthwhile national features to
emphasize. It emphasizes that information design (Tufte, 1990, 2001) and visual
narratives can reveal features, patterns and a collection of visual markers that project
unique qualities of Malaysian visual culture. It also contains an analysis of the historical
and visual culture at present, of which many Malaysian designers may be unaware, and
therefore it should enable them not only to be better-informed designers, but also to have
a starting point for their own research and investigation when taking on projects that
require reference to national identity. The visual identity handbook is therefore a design
tool, which helps both designers and policy makers explore their own local idioms in an
era of globalization. The handbook can also be adapted and developed by Malaysian
designers, and the hope is that its methods can be adapted for use in other emerging
nations.
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